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INTRODUCTION
With interdisciplinary teaching initiatives on the rise
at many colleges and universities, the integration of information
literacy into the core academic curriculum is one area ripe for
sustained collaboration. As a research and instructional
librarian (Ben Murphy) and a music professor (Rachel Chacko),
we attempted to develop an assignment that taught both
research and writing as interrelated processes deeply integrated
into the core music curriculum. Anticipating ideas that have
recently been included in the Association of College and
Research Libraries (ACRL) Framework for Information
Literacy, Elmborg has described teaching writing as a process
in which “teachers…switch the emphasis away from the
mechanics of writing toward the facilitation of an unfolding
process. For most students, the research process exists in the
context of larger processes of writing” (2003, p. 72). Though
discipline specific in certain aspects of its methodology and
approach, this project was conceived to be relevant beyond the
field of musicology through its emphasis on core concepts of
information literacy and writing.

INSTITUTIONAL CONTEXT: MUSIC CURRICULUM
A small liberal arts college with 1,500 undergraduate
students, Whitman College grants all students the Bachelor of
Arts degree. Students pursuing a music major complete a core
curriculum of music theory and history courses, complemented
by performance activity through ensemble participation and
applied lessons. Each student declares a “track” within the
music major, choosing from standard, performance, jazz, music
history, music theory, and composition tracks. Students’
advanced work within their declared track culminates in a
capstone project during the senior year: a recital or lecturerecital, a composition portfolio, or a written thesis.

While one goal was to prepare students for a written
thesis, our aim was also to develop an assignment that
acquainted all music students with the rigors of analytical
research and writing, irrespective of their declared “tracks.”
This required integrating the assignment into the department’s
core curriculum, and so we began collaborating on the research
component of a required history survey course on music of the
20th and 21st centuries (Music 299). Our goal was twofold: 1) to
introduce students to relevant sources, research tools, and
research methods in the field of musicology; and 2) to guide
students to move beyond a summarization of available
secondary literature and to move towards original research
through their examination of primary sources and the
articulation of a well-crafted, original claim. As such, we
constructed the assignment to function as a centerpiece of the
course. In place of individual research papers that students turn
in for a single grade, we developed an assignment that resulted
in the collaborative creation of an edited volume of student
papers. Having read each other’s work, the students developed
a title for the collection, determined the ordering of essays, and
wrote an introduction that tied together their individual
contributions. A similar project is described in Baechtel and
Rietz (2011, p. 23).

INSTITUTIONAL CONTEXT: INFORMATION
LITERACY INSTRUCTION
At Whitman, there is no required information literacy
course or curriculum that all students take. Information literacy
instruction is entirely driven by faculty requests. This presents
obvious challenges for working with upper-level courses.
However, in the context of a liberal arts college, this situation
allows librarians to teach beyond the one-shot while not fully
“embedding” in a course. Music 299 is an example of one such
a collaboration.
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The library’s focus on working with upper-level
classes is to promote the use of primary sources and to support
original research within the disciplines. For several years,
librarians at Whitman have been teaching what we call “source
literacy.” As opposed to an ability to distinguish between
primary and secondary sources based on format, source literacy
is based on the idea that what “counts” as a primary source
depends a great deal on context and disciplinary perspective.
This idea is similar to the one put forward by Hofer, Townsend
and Brunetti in their work on threshold concepts: that “primary
source” is an exact and conditional category (2012, pp. 402403). The goal is to place primary sources, broadly defined, in
the foreground. We then ask students to begin with some set of
sources and to develop a research question from those sources,
rather than selecting a topic and working backwards to find
sources.

RATIONALE
Others have undertaken and discussed librarianfaculty collaborations in the music history classroom (Manus,
2009; Stone & Sternfield, 2014; Zanin-Yost & Reitz, 2014).
These collaborations are motivated by common lists of
inadequacies found in student research projects: they use poor
sources found online; they contain too much background
information and not enough original substance; they are poorly
written and contain insufficient (or in the worst cases,
completely lack) argumentation. Music educators, outside of
discussions of information literacy, have noted similar
problems (Kynt, 2013; Warfield, 2012). Our project shares
these motivations. Specifically, we aimed to address these
problems through a strong emphasis on research and writing as
interrelated, semester-long processes of rethinking and
revision, rather than discrete tasks.
Teaching discipline-specific resources for music was
important, yet we wanted to move away from a skills-based
approach to using databases. Drawing on archival literature that
describes how analyzing primary sources fosters critical thinking
(Carini, 2009; McCoy, 2010; Robyns, 2001; Yakel & Torres,
2003), we intended to model how original research has a cyclical,
iterative movement; questions are introduced, researched, and
refined as new evidence and knowledge is gained. We asked
students to approach topic selection by examining sources, rather
than to select a topic and then move to finding sources. We
attempted to build on what Carini describes as “an approach to
teaching with primary sources that centers on the research
process and views the document as an artifact and the analysis of
that artifact (often unrelated to a discipline) as a valuable
curricular outcome” (2009, p. 46).

LIBRARY INSTRUCTION
During the second week of the semester, the class
visited the college archives, where the librarian and college
archivist co-taught a class session. Prior to class, the students
read an article that drew on a diverse range of sources
documenting an early female conductor in the Pacific
Northwest (Knighton, 2011). Through discussion prompts
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distributed before class, and in a short in-class discussion,
students were asked to pay particular attention to how different
sources (newspapers, magazines, archival documents) were
used to form an argument about women, gender, and music in
our region’s history. Following this discussion, the students
completed a guided analysis of various sources from the Walla
Walla Symphony Records. The students were divided into
groups of two and asked to consider gender, music and local
history by examining different types of documents (board
meeting minutes, programs, scrapbooks, newsletters, and news
clippings/photographs). They answered written questions about
the nature of the documents, which prompted them to consider
how these sources could illuminate different aspects of the topic
and how these documents could be used as the basis for a
research project.
Examining an archival collection is not a typical
starting point for information literacy instruction that is geared
towards writing a research paper. Yet we suggest that this type
of document analysis exercise is an excellent bridge to
instruction involving secondary sources. In our experience, the
guided analysis using the Walla Walla Symphony records
helped students to think about what information they would
need to answer potential research questions. In this process,
students discovered for themselves why they might seek out
additional types of information. According to Warfield,
“students engaged in research assignments should become more
attentive and even skeptical readers of all texts, better able to
evaluate and judge materials they might use throughout their
professional careers, rather than remaining passive and
unquestioning recipients of whatever they read” (2012, p. 127).
This type of archival activity accomplished just that, as well as
modeled for the students how a potential project could be built
out of examining a set of primary sources.
After the archives session, students were given the
URL to a LibGuide containing examples of digital collections
of primary sources that could be used as starting points for
paper topics. The idea behind pre-selecting available primary
source collections—some from our subscriptions, others freelyavailable online—was to model the process of moving from
some set of core primary sources to finding secondary sources
and background information to help make sense of those
sources.
A second session focused on some of these key
resources for music research including RILM, RIPM, and
Music Index. This session began from the assumption that
students had a set of potential primary sources in mind, and
resources were introduced with the premise that these would
help students contextualize their primary sources. The librarian
demonstrated features of each resource, and the students were
given in-class time to search for information on their topics. In
practice, it seemed that few had settled on a topic by the time of
this session, resulting in a situation in which they were unsure
what to search for. We are continuing to consider what the best
format for this class should be. While students do need to
become familiar with these key resources, demonstrating them
to a whole class does not seem to be the most effective method.
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We might, in the future, have this instruction later in the
semester, or experiment with peer-instruction to teach things
like searching techniques.
More successful were the individual meetings that the
librarian conducted with the students. At this point, the students
had turned in a 2-3-paragraph research proposal and a
preliminary bibliography. Some of the students had used the
databases we discussed in the second session, but others had
not. However, searching databases in a one-on-one setting
resulted in individually tailored examples that were relevant to
each student’s topic. Students were much more engaged in
learning how to use, for example, the index in RILM when it
was directly related to their projects. Similarly, some students
had a clear idea of what primary sources would comprise the
core of their analysis, others did not. These meetings provided
space for a discussion on what each student considered to be
primary sources for their projects, again with the idea in mind
that what “counts” as primary was conditional on the topic.
In sum, the library instruction components of the
course attempted to model for students the process of
developing a researchable question from a set of primary
sources and finding scholarship and background information to
help answer that question. This involved reemphasizing and
reiterating at multiple points how the students were expected to
carry out this research. In this sense, what Warfield has written
about teaching writing applies to teaching research:
Thus, what might seem obvious to an instructor about
an assignment will need to be stated explicitly, and
often repeatedly, to undergraduate students, whose
concepts of writing and associated skills may be
limited primarily to the five-paragraph essay...In short,
instructors should explain to their students exactly
what the objectives of a writing assignment are and
how they are to be accomplished (2012, p. 128).
Throughout this process of teaching and modeling research,
students were asked at multiple points to craft and hone the
argument they were building from this research.

STAGES OF WRITING AND PEER EDITING
In order to create moments of critical reflection, the
faculty member established deadlines for intermediate stages of
work: 1) research proposal and preliminary bibliography; 2)
one to two introductory paragraphs and initial thesis
development; 3) one to two introductory pages and an outline
of the entire paper; 4) a full draft of the paper; and 5) a final
draft. Throughout the semester students worked with a partner
on the development of their research papers, editing each
other’s work from the early stage of thesis development to
submission of a full draft. Evaluated on their editing skills,
students were asked not only to attend to mechanics and
grammar, but, more importantly, also to provide critical
feedback on clarity of expression, articulation of a well-defined
argument, and the strength or weakness of supporting evidence.
In addition to collecting students’ editorial comments, the

faculty member set aside class time for peer-editing activities
such as silent discussion, in which students read and provided
written feedback on each other’s writing in a roundtable format.
Working in groups of three to four individuals, students spent a
few minutes silently reading and commenting on a classmate’s
introductory paragraphs. After the allotted time passed, students
would pass the papers to the next student in the group and repeat
the process. By the time the papers traveled full circle and were
returned to their respective authors, each student had received
constructive criticism from several peers on the development of
his or her central claim and had examined the ways in which
others might improve the logical structure of their writing. This
practice of working in concentrated silence gave equal voice to
all students and thus afforded quieter students an opportunity to
demonstrate their abilities to critically engage with a piece of
writing. In addition to silent discussion, traditional small group
discussion was also incorporated into class meeting time.
Together, these activities allowed students to receive feedback
from one another, refine their arguments and research
questions, and also talk about problems faced with their
research.
In an effort to emphasize the research and writing
process as one of ongoing revision, the faculty member
provided written feedback on students’ submission of a 1-2
page introduction and outline of the paper, and on their
submission of a full draft. Individual meetings were also held
to discuss final revisions. Instead of simply transmitting the
faculty member’s comments to the student in written form,
these one-on-one meetings fostered a conversation between the
faculty member and student on the perceived strengths and
weaknesses of the paper, and provided an opportunity for the
student to seek greater clarity of the comments given.
Finally, the collaborative nature of the edited volume
created an environment for peer learning. Students read each
other’s essays and collaborated to write an introduction to their
edited volume. In so doing, they became familiar with a range
of research topics and began to explore the interconnectedness
of one another’s research questions. The assignment also
produced a surprising outcome. Through their discussion of
how each paper reflected or intersected with key themes and
trends explored in the course, students synthesized their
research projects with the overall content of the course.

CONCLUSION
In this first attempt at collaborating on the course and
assignment, one major takeaway was the impact of peer editing
on student learning. In particular, although course instructors
can be reluctant to give up class time that would be otherwise
devoted to content to this type of work, the faculty member
found that the process of discussing student topics and settling
on a theme for the edited volume provided fruitful space to
discuss and review broader course themes. Based on this
experience, we will be looking at ways to integrate peer
learning into the library instruction elements of the course as a
way to increase the connection between the research and
writing processes.
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